the work. The indecision about the names in the manuscript indicates doubt rather than belief. Someone was grasping at straws. A further mystery has to do with the way the text circulated once it was written. For whatever reason, possibly because it was intended for private use only, the text was transmitted silently until the Renaissance, unless we count three very unlikely allusions in John of Sicily, the later tenth or early eleventh-century rhetorician, and an anonymous scholium of uncertain date. 4 No preserved classical writer cites or mentions the Peri hupsous, its author, or any other of his titles, at least three of which likewise dealt with sublimity.
5 (A good third of his treatise is missing, but this does not change the picture.) And so the thread linking the author to his Sitz im Leben was forever lost, and only guesswork has been permitted regarding his identity and all other historical facts about his work.
Not only is the treatise of uncertain date, lacking internal markers of any kind that might help to locate it securely in time beyond the rough guesses of Roman, first to third centuries ce, possibly mid-to late first century ce (where consensus currently puts it), 6 but its title, preserved in the manuscripts and universally taken at face value, can hardly be any more certain than the authorial ascription, both of which must have suffered the same fate. The title, labeled Peri hupsous in the same manuscript, has in all likelihood been culled from chapter 1.2 ("Since you have requested that I too should write up something on the sublime (ti peri hupsous) for you . . ."), 7 in the same way that the presumed title by Caecilius of Caleacte, Longinus' favorite opponent and whipping boy, has been culled from chapter 1.1 ("the little treatise by Caecilius, which he wrote on sublimity" (peri hupsous)).
8 Meanwhile, the translation of either title is uncertain, for what does hupsos mean? "Height" is the literal meaning, but does this signify grandeur, loftiness, excellence, or something else altogether? Longinus does all he can to frustrate any final and official definition.
"Sublimity" and "the sublime" are the conventional translations of hupsos, and the ones I shall follow here. The trouble with any of these 4 Boyd (1957) mounts an argument in favor of the allusions, based on the slimmest of hopes. The possibility is rejected by Peri-literature (topical literature "about" some subject) is notoriously difficult to capture in modern bibliographical form. In short, ancient habits were casual and very unlike our own: the same title could take different forms, nor were titles always obligatory; they were also easily lost in transmission. See Schmalzriedt (1970) , examining early Greek literature; Schröder (1999) 11-12. names is that they not only fail to fix a definition for the concept but they also fail to fix its range. Is sublimity a matter of language or of thought, of art or of nature? Is it a feature of texts, of art outside literature, of the mind, or of natural phenomena? Is it an aspect of style or an element of aesthetics? Is it a kind of beauty or a matter of unsurpassed intensity? Is it lodged in the object or the subject, a cause or an effect? Is it a self-evident category or does one need instruction to grasp it? The Longinian sublime seems to confirm all of these possibilities. The difficulty lies not in the range (all of these senses are valid) but in pinning sublimity down to any one thing at any given moment.
Making sense of sublimity
No approach to the sublime can hope to get off the ground without a working definition of its object. According to a recent analysis, which can be extended to antiquity without anachronism, the sublime is to be found wherever "a positive, material object [is] elevated to the status of [an] impossible Thing." 9 Simultaneously fascinating and fearful, such an object resists integration into one's symbolic frameworks of understanding. The experience of the sublime is the gamut of responses one has in the face of such an object, although ultimately the experience one has is, on this view, of the contingency of one's own frameworks of meaning and understanding. Defined most broadly as a sense of absolute structural impossibility and of total deadlock, the sublime produces profound mental or spiritual disruption, be this momentary or lasting -it is like a shock of the Real. Only, the Real one experiences is that of the structures of belief and thought that underpin one's sense of reality, in all their fragile coherence.
Seen in this light, the sublime is broader than an aesthetic category, even if aesthetics is the first place one instinctually turns to in order to make sense of the concept.
10 The sublime can have a powerful aesthetic value, but primarily because it is pitched at the limit of all values. Standing for a shattering and dislocating excess, it appears to exceed the grasp of systematic closure. Unlike beauty, grace, charm, and other of the more domesticated aesthetic virtues, the sublime, which has a bit of the rogue and dysfunctional family member to it, seems to speak more directly to one's experience: it betokens an overpowering immediacy and a bruising contact with some Real; it knows no canons or calipers: how can you measure a disaster, a dislocating rupture, or an abyss? Like a free radical, the sublime can be attached to anything one likes: to subjects or objects, actions or utterances, concrete manifestations or abstract thoughts, to literature or to reality. Plainly, the sublime is not contained by aesthetic sensibilities, even if it often seems to conjure these into a new or rejuvenated existence. In eradicating familiar values, the sublime seems to point beyond itself -and beyond ourselves -hazily but compellingly, to something else, creating a vacuum of sense that the mind rushes in to fill.
There are further ways of describing the sublime, for instance by defining it as whatever prompts or results from reflection on thought at the limits of the humanly conceivable, whether this suggests a transcendent region beyond or a depth and profundity immanent to one's immediate surroundings, and whether the experience is focused by something numinously divine, by some extraordinary feature of the human, or by nature. More a stumbling block than an object of thought, the sublime can be suggested by whatever appears in nature as preternatural, by a quality of the human that appears suprahuman and virtually divine, or by a magnitude that exceeds the bounds of all measure (however large or small the object). But as useful and flexible such attempts at a definition may be, they only begin to explain the attractions that the idea of sublimity could have held out to an ancient mind.
Longinus knows all these manifestations of the sublime, even if the spectacular range of his conception outruns modern and contemporary readings of him. The sublime as it appears in Longinus is a multifaceted phenomenon, part nature and part art, though more than anything else the sublime for Longinus is an artful and even treacherous reproduction of the effects of nature, which is to say that it is the art of appearing to be naturally sublime. Longinus' writing is deeply sophistical and playful, and it works on several levels at once. This is in part a reflection of his rhetorical inheritances -and Longinus is in the first instance a rhetorician of the sublime who is deeply invested in the techniques and technologies of sublime appearances, which in turn are inextricably bound up with surreptitious deception and illusion (apatē in Gorgias' vocabulary). But this hardly exhausts his credentials.
A master of the expedient, Longinus is also a magnificently creative and capacious thinker. As a consequence, the Longinian sublime has a 6
Introduction: the sublime before and after Longinus breathtaking reach. It can locate sublimity in a particle of grammar or in a glimpse of the cosmos in order or in disarray, in thoughts about the divine or in expansions of the self. The wide reach of sublimity in Longinus' work suggests the synthetic method of his approach and the disparateness of his inspirations. Though he is typically viewed as an innovator, he is best seen as a collecting point for multiple strands of reflection about the sublime in antiquity, which renders his treatise into a complex amalgam of multiple and often contradictory forces. There are innumerable routes to the sublime in Longinus, who knows how to activate these multifarious sources at will. Taken together, these conflicting impulses make up the prehistory of the Longinian sublime. Modern readers, faced with so much intellectual energy, have resorted to desperate measures, first simplifying Longinus and then rendering his titular concept unknowable, undefinable, and unsayable -a true je ne sais quoi.
11
The results have been disastrous for understanding Longinus and the sublime in antiquity. But before proceeding any further, it will be important to examine these views about the Longinian sublime, how they emerged, and why they have such difficulty explaining the phenomenon they name.
Current biases
The current understanding of the sublime in antiquity, which has been dominant for centuries, rests on a number of faulty premises, and these touch on everything from the presumed centrality of Longinus to the question of when the sublime was born, the relationship of the sublime to ancient rhetoric, the significance of the word hupsos as a marker of sublimity, and finally the relationship between sublimity and the domain of the extra-literary (specifically, nature). The contemporary understanding of Longinus in Classics, which arose during the 1950s and 1960s, represents a particular refinement of the modern view. It can be quickly summarized.
On the current understanding, the sublime is defined less in positive terms than by a series of negations: it has no significant prehistory prior to the latter half of the first century bce when its concept was first named by Caecilius of Caleacte, Longinus' sole predecessor in criticism;
12 it cannot be found outside rhetorical or literary contexts; 13 it cannot be found except where the noun-form hupsos (or, by extension, sublimitas) is explicitly used in a technical, literary-critical sense, 14 nor can synonyms and equivalents of hupsos replace the word itself; not even hupsēlos, the adjectival form of hupsos, is proof of the concept's presence: sublimity must be a meaty substantive, not a wispy modifier, and ultimately it must exist independently of a critic's exposition of it.
15 Moreover, on this view sublimity is not equivalent to grandeur: it is something else and more; it is not linked in any way to the inherited rhetorical system of styles, let alone to poetic or rhetorical techniques, because it "transcends" these. 16 Hupsos for Longinus is not a product of art or language because it is rooted in one's nature. Indeed, it manifests itself best of all in a single thought without the aid of words.
17 For all of these reasons, "hupsos and its cognates are never entirely at home in [ancient] literary criticism."
18 They point to some other spiritual home that transcends literature altogether, in a way that would be recognizable to a Boileau or a later Romantic, 19 but not to a Plato, an sublime is a special effect, just what is it an effect of? The expected answer ought to be "rhetoric" or "style," but these have been ruled out as a factor. "One's nature" is equally unsatisfying as an answer: if sublimity in literature depends upon conception and not upon expression, why does Longinus bother to look for it in texts at all? How can it even be found? Causes and effects seem to be confused here. Longinus encourages this confusion, but he does not validate it. The current consensus view gets things wrong several times over. Most immediately, it romanticizes the sublime, rendering it unlocatable and unanalyzable. But such a result flies in the face of Longinus' own work. If Longinus has any critical program at all, it is to locate and to analyze instances of sublime right where they make themselves known, in texts. Secondly, the reigning view -let us call this the "non-rhetorical" or "postrhetorical" view of the sublime -remains blind to the fact that the sublime in literature for Longinus is a matter of art and rhetoric and not an expression of unalloyed genius. Genius without adequate expression in some material medium cannot even get off the ground; and by adequate expression Longinus understands language that is organized by rhetorical principles. Thirdly, the consensus view is not that Longinus transcends only rhetoric; it is that he transcends antiquity altogether by ushering in a new kind of thinking, a theory of aesthetic experience that looks forward to the eighteenth century, to Kant, and then the Romantics. "To write on the sublime style is to write on rhetoric; to write on sublimity is to write on aesthetic" -so Monk, 25 whose view would be endorsed by others, from Romanticists like M. H. Abrams to French poststructuralists like JeanFrançois Lyotard, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, and Jean-Luc Nancy. The sublime on this account marks a radical break with antiquity from within antiquity itself, while Longinus juts out of antiquity as an inexplicable anomaly: presciently modern, he is not really a typical ancient at all.
